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Introduction to this paperback edition

Although countless books have now been written describing the events that constitute the Battle of the Somme – including many published to coincide with the centenary of the first day of the battle, 1 July 1916 – most writers and readers still cling to the common perception of the battle. As far as they are concerned, the Battle of the Somme can be summed up in one sentence. There was a tragic loss of life followed by stoic endurance in the trenches after incompetent generals ordered their men to walk towards the German guns like lambs to the slaughter. This analysis is inaccurate because it is incomplete. That is why in this introduction to my Somme book’s paperback edition, published the year after the centenary, I find it fitting to emphasize the main strands that differentiate my book from what has been published before about this most horrific of conflicts.

For example, while it is true that the generals’ inexperience and lack of foresight did indeed lead to overall failure, the above description ignores the fact that the battle was punctuated by a series of successful, barely documented attacks, which, if exploited intelligently, might have led to a very different result. It is these attacks, and their previously unexplained consequences, in particular the parents of missing soldiers’ heartbreaking quests to find out what had happened to them, which form the core of this book.

I also want this introduction to highlight the responses to some of the most interesting queries that have been put to me, and some of the most controversial subjects which have been raised, following the publication of the hardback edition of this book, in the course of television, radio and newspaper interviews, and in question and answer sessions at public lectures I have given. As well as demonstrating what has resonated with – or perplexed – readers and critics, I am hoping this will result in a snapshot that will inform future generations what the public thought about the Battle of the Somme during its centenary year.

One of the questions that has been repeated time and again relates to the infamous ‘Big Push’ on 1 July 1916: was it doomed before it even started? My short answer to this query is: no, it was not. Although the Germans were dug in so deeply over much of the 13 miles of front attacked by the British Expeditionary Force that, given the flawed British tactics, a breakthrough could only have been achieved with more firepower, there was a sector at the south-eastern end of the British line where German defences were more thinly spread. This vulnerability has been written about before. But an analysis of the original British spy records in London’s Imperial War Museum which, prior to the attack, revealed where this weak point was located, enabled me to deduce that a breach in the German line was very much on the cards if only Britain’s top generals had relied on the intelligence given to them. Unlike previous authors, I have concluded that the clear intelligence about this should have prompted General Sir Douglas Haig, the British Commander-in-Chief, and General Sir Henry Rawlinson, Britain’s commander on the Somme, to concentrate their forces opposite this vulnerable spot.1 Unfortunately for the British soldiers involved, this intelligence was either misinterpreted, overlooked or disregarded. That is why there was no massing of British troops in this crucial area, and no decisive exploitation of the breach which British forces duly made in and around the Somme villages of Mametz and Montauban (see this book’s Chapters 15 and 16, and map 2).

Other recurring questions I have had to grapple with touch on the relationship between Britain’s senior generals, and their refusal to heed the advice of the experts concerning the group of weapons that could have won the battle for them: the artillery. A popular query has been: how come the British Army with more men and artillery at its disposal than ever before failed to break through the much smaller German force during the first Somme attack? I have answered this by leaning more heavily than previous authors on the unhealthy bond linking Haig and Rawlinson, the resulting neutering of Rawlinson, and his subsequent failure to reject Haig’s unrealistic attack plan (summarized in this book’s Acknowledgements, and dealt with in detail in Chapter 3), an interpretation which is based on the contents of Rawlinson’s diary, stored in the Churchill Archives Centre, in Churchill College, Cambridge, and his correspondence, held by London’s Army and Imperial War Museums.

Another related controversy revolves around the question: is it fair to blame Haig and Rawlinson, given their knowledge at the time, for assuming, and telling their men, that the 1 July 1916 attack would be a ‘walk over’? The argument laid out in the previous paragraph provides part of the answer. But I had stumbled upon additional information enabling me to answer this question, which I had not seen answered adequately in other books, in the course of my background research. It was not in the reams of papers devoted to the Somme. I found it while in the National Archives in Kew, west London, reading documents sent to Rawlinson as part of the post-mortem which followed the 1915 Battle of Loos. After that battle, his artillery expert, Brigadier-General Charles Budworth, warned him that if he wanted to be sure of obliterating the German defences, including the entrances to the very deep dugouts where the machine-gunners would be taking refuge, during the softening up bombardment leading up to future attacks, he would have to allocate one ‘heavy’ howitzer per 100 yards of front to the task. Budworth defined a ‘heavy’ howitzer as one whose shells were larger and heavier than those fired by the 6-inch howitzers. It was Rawlinson’s and Haig’s inexplicable failure to heed this expert advice which made them responsible for the disaster which ensued (see Chapter 3).

Some readers who have heard these explanations have responded by pointing out that were many other reasons why the 1 July 1916 Big Push failed. I have been able to reply that I have weighed these causes in the balance, giving as much emphasis to them as possible by seeking out every last detail, a process which required me to peruse war diaries and correspondence in Germany’s principal military archives as well as in the archives in London. In an effort to work out what damage was wreaked by the British soldiers who, prior to the 1 July 1916 attack, were captured by the Germans, and who, on being questioned, divulged critical details of the attack plan, I have sought out their interrogation reports in the archives in Munich and Stuttgart. For some readers, these reports will be a revelation since they are not even mentioned in previous general books on the Somme whose main focus is the British attack. These reports tell us that the Germans had been forewarned concerning the area where the attack was to be launched, and in relation to one sector, Gommecourt, they knew exactly how the attack would be carried out (see Chapter 5).2

In London’s National Archives, I also tracked down the text of Rawlinson’s eleventh hour good-luck-before-action message to his troops whose interception by the Germans was to play such an important role in notifying them that the attack was about to commence. That was made plain by the documents I unearthed in the archives in Karlsruhe in addition to those in the other German archives referred to in the previous paragraph (see Chapter 5). And in the same London archive I ferreted out the true story behind the unwise decision to blow up the gigantic pile of explosives in the tunnel under Hawthorn Redoubt, near the Somme village of Beaumont Hamel, ten minutes before zero hour, a decision which firmed up the German forecast that the attack was just minutes away (see Chapter 8). Each of these factors has been blamed in at least one of the previous books on the Battle of the Somme for alerting the Germans concerning what was to come. However no single volume has covered all of these causes in detail. That may explain why there has been no definitive ruling over what was the decisive cause. In my opinion, notwithstanding all the other mishaps and mistakes, the attack might nevertheless have succeeded in most Somme sectors if the relationship between Britain’s top generals had not ended up with the neutering of Rawlinson and the acceptance of an attack plan which was not fit for purpose as outlined above. If there was one act that was responsible for the failure of the attack, this was it.

Readers of this book’s hardback have also been keen to know how I came to devote so many pages to the feats of the British dominions’ soldiers. Previous general books on the Battle of the Somme had given scant credit to the British dominions’ troops. I wanted to fill in this gap. Thanks to books written in these troops’ countries, I was able to highlight some fascinating accounts by South Africans and Canadians.3 But it was the discovery, following a long search, that there were two very vivid descriptions of the disastrous 1 July 1916 attack by the Newfoundlanders which had not been cited in any of the previous general books on the Somme, that I found particularly rewarding. They are by no means the most dramatic in this book. But for the reasons laid out below, they could not have been more valuable.

The Newfoundlanders’ catastrophic attack has achieved legendary status amongst Somme buffs, partly because so many men in the battalion were lost, and partly because the memory of their sacrifice has been perpetuated by the setting up and maintenance of the Newfoundland Memorial Park near the Somme village of Beaumont Hamel, which contains the land over which the Newfoundlanders advanced. No site on the Somme is visited by more people each year. Yet until just weeks before this book’s publication, I was not able to uncover any dramatic descriptions of what had happened there.

It was not for want of trying. I had looked everywhere I could think of, including in archives and libraries in St John’s, Newfoundland and London, for lively reports of what took place that day on the Newfoundlanders’ front. But all my searches were in vain, like the hunts carried out by so many historians before me, until in one last-minute, desperate attempt to find what I needed, I mentioned my quest to an archivist in Ottawa, Canada.4 She consulted her indexes, and came back with a report by the Newfoundlanders’ Captain Arthur Raley, an extract from which can be read in this book’s Chapter 8. Fortified by that find, I decided to read through old copies of St John’s newspaper the Evening Telegram. It was here that I came across Bert Ellis’s stirring chronicle of events, as he recalled them when writing to his mother while recuperating from his wounds in a hospital bed in Wandsworth, in south-west London (see Chapter 8). Armed with these descriptions of the assault I was, in the nick of time, able to put together a moving account of this iconic action.

The records in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney (Australia), and Wellington and Waiouru (New Zealand), are to be treasured for a different reason. None of the accounts mentioning the progress of the Newfoundlanders described events in and behind the German front line. This is because few, if any, of their men reached the German fire trench. The Australians and New Zealanders certainly did, and in their files, I came across the kind of vivid, exciting accounts of what had gone on in and behind the German front line that were rarely to be found in British archives, and which have also never reached French and German libraries and institutions.

That has prompted some readers to ask: why were the Australasian files so relatively outstanding? There may be a simple explanation. The letters sent home by all soldiers fighting on the British side were censored while the men were in France, so nothing very detailed concerning operations was included in them. When the British soldiers went home on leave, they were of course with their families, and had no reason to commit their experiences to paper. They could explain what had happened to them orally. That was not possible for Australians and New Zealanders on leave in Britain. They made up for it either by sending long letters home describing what they had witnessed during their assaults, or by writing up detailed diaries or notes about the actions in which they had participated in the hope that their entries would one day be handed over to their families. Their desire to fill in their parents and siblings, relations and friends about all they had experienced, both before and after they arrived on the Somme, was only bolstered by their perception that they were on a kind of tour or holiday, with battle experience thrown in to round things off. And in those pre-internet, pre-package tour days when foreign travel was a luxury not available to everyone, travellers felt duty-bound to fill in their families on their experiences while on vacation abroad.

Commensurate with that, the no-holds-barred accounts written by Aussie and Kiwi troops did not just extend to the fighting. Broad minds as well as strong stomachs are needed to digest the subjects they covered. Amongst them loom swathes of confessions detailing their encounters with prostitutes in Cairo, London and Dublin before and after they arrived in France, contact which led to so much syphilis and other venereal diseases that there was for a time a justified fear that lust, rather than German guns, would cripple the Australasian armies (see Chapter 35).

Some of the troops from New Zealand wrote equally vividly about how they were brainwashed by the British concerning the treatment of German prisoners. As revealed in Chapter 35, the New Zealanders were given lectures by a charismatic Scottish major, who encouraged them to kill any Germans they captured. Account after account in the New Zealand archives describes these lectures, and the killing of prisoners that ensued on and after 15 September 1916, the date of the first tank attack on the Western Front, during which operation the New Zealanders also made their debut on the Somme. That makes it all the more surprising that previous writers of books about the Somme, even those focusing on the New Zealanders, had not highlighted the extent of the killing of prisoners before. It is possible that previous writers did not see all the accounts I ploughed through, and therefore did not spot the pattern I saw emerging as a result of what I had read. It is unlikely there was a conspiracy of silence for fear of upsetting the establishment, since in at least one book some of the war crimes were described. Perhaps there was a desire not to traduce the entire New Zealand Army’s reputation unfairly by alleging general practice when allegations were based on a limited number of juicy accounts.

The violence advocated by the British, and put into action by the New Zealanders, was not gratuitous. The common message that could be extracted from the accounts mentioning this subject was that if the attackers had to look after prisoners captured in the German front line, the assault would be held up, and this might make it impossible to exploit any breakthrough. Unspoken, but implicit in this conclusion was the point that the inability to break through would make it hard to defeat the Germans, and consequently the war would carry on, with more men being maimed and killed than if the sacrifice of German prisoners had led to a swift British victory. But arguments against encouraging, or permitting such murders are equally persuasive. As well as being cruel and immoral, the killing of prisoners did not in fact enable the British and their allies to defeat the Germans quickly, and the stories of the killings told by survivors who made it back to German lines probably encouraged the Germans to kill more of their prisoners in their turn.

A discussion of this topic may well resonate particularly with British readers, who have seen an upsurge in the number of British soldiers being accused of war crimes. In one recent case that made headlines in many British newspapers, a British sergeant who had killed a wounded prisoner in Afghanistan, had his conviction for murder reduced on appeal to manslaughter by invoking the partial defence of diminished responsibility. The court ruled that the defence should be accepted because at the time of his offence he was suffering from an adjustment disorder, the result of his horrific experiences in a war zone, which impaired his ability to form a rational judgment and to exercise self-control.5 It is hard in a short introduction to do justice to this controversial topic. However, whenever I have mentioned this issue while lecturing about this book, I have noted that a substantial proportion of the audience has applauded and backed the suggestion that some kind of clemency should be shown to men who have committed such ‘war crimes’, either when there is evidence to suggest they may have been suffering from post-traumatic stress, or because they were perpetrated in the belief that they were acts of mercy, an attempt to put dying prisoners out of their misery. That is very different from excusing officers who have told their men to kill prisoners in order to facilitate an attack, one of the crimes which appears to have been committed by at least one of the New Zealanders’ commanding officers on the Somme.

The reaction by the media in New Zealand to what I wrote in Chapter 35 about their soldiers killing prisoners has been finely balanced. On the one hand, I was taken to task when interviewed on a prime-time slot on Radio New Zealand for branding the Kiwis sex maniacs and war criminals.6 The fact that I had used the term ‘war criminal’ in this context was regarded as being sensationalist. On the other hand, the leader in Wellington’s newspaper, the Dominion Post, responded by saying that I was right to expose the truth about the war crimes, even if it came as a shock to New Zealanders who have for the most part uncritically revered their First World War soldiers.7

Two points I was careful to stress to the New Zealand media were firstly that their soldiers only committed their crimes after they appear to have become so desensitized by the horrors they had witnessed that the boundary between right and wrong became blurred, or even completely disappeared. And secondly, New Zealanders were far from being the only soldiers who committed war crimes. Nor for that matter were their soldiers the only ones who hung out in brothels at or on the way to the Somme. Evidence in this book suggests that soldiers from nearly all the nations involved acted in the same way. The New Zealanders’ behaviour only appears at first sight to be worse than that of soldiers of other nations because the New Zealanders documented their actions so openly, just as they did their military operations, as described above, and for the same reason.

My plea that the assault troops’ actions should be understood, if not excused, because the soldiers were encouraged to act as they did, and desensitized, neatly brings me on to the consideration of the behaviour of senior British officers on the Somme, including the generals, whose conduct also appears to have been influenced by their traumatic experiences. Since my hardback edition was published, I have repeatedly been asked about whether the Somme generals were correctly described by many previous writers as butchers because of the way they recklessly threw away the lives of their own men by ordering them to participate in ill-advised, badly prepared attacks. No one should gloss over their incompetence when that was evident. But when it comes to judging their recklessness, I would like to see them being treated as the human beings they of course were: they, like the British, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand ‘war criminal soldiers’ cited in this book, were desensitized by all they had seen and heard. It is no wonder then that some as a result did not think twice about sending men into attacks which were as likely to result in substantial casualties as in victory.

Such mitigation applies to Haig as much as to his subordinates. Other aspects of his leadership profiled in this book invite equally ambivalent judgement. However, while his participation in the planning of the 1 July 1916 attack can only be described as disastrous, there were times when he showed his mettle. The clearest instance of this lies in the description of how he rallied the Australians following their 29 July 1916 bloody setback east of Pozières. He was so cross at the way they had planned this attack on the Pozières heights that, rather than restricting himself to talking to their army commander, he burst into their corps commander’s headquarters in Contay (9 miles north-east of Amiens), and told the Australians’ generals precisely what preparations had to be made before they should think of attacking again (see Chapter 28). His edict delayed the next attack for several days. But when the attack was made, it was a complete success, and much of the credit was down to Haig’s instructions.

While writing about the Australians, I should mention that the quality and comprehensive character of the files in their archives helped to shape this book in more ways than one. The availability in the Australian War Memorial in Canberra of a more or less complete set of Australian Red Cross files, a phenomenon which does not exist in any other country’s archives, as well as the relatively detailed entries in the Australian Army’s personal files, stored in Canberra’s National Archives of Australia, tempted me to try out a structure for this book which I have not seen employed in previously published general books on the Somme. I decided to juxtapose my description of each attack with the tale of how the families of soldiers who went missing in that operation strove to find out what had happened to them.

Such an approach shone the spotlight on some disturbing accounts that have never been mentioned in previous general Somme books. One Red Cross report linked to the same 29 July attack on the Pozières heights described how Noel Sainsbury, an Australian prisoner of war, was summarily executed by his German interrogator after confessing he had been a machine-gunner (see Chapter 26). Another series of Red Cross reports and personal files disclosed that a second soldier, Ralph Potter, lost so many brothers in one action that he felt he was entitled to petition the Australian government to allow him to stay at home so that he could help his parents. The Australian government acceded to his request, reminding me of the Hollywood movie Saving Private Ryan, whose plot was foreshadowed by this true-life story (see Chapter 33).

So heart-rending is the correspondence in some of the personal files I came across, that they are almost painful to read. The torment suffered by 2nd Lieutenant Alfred Hearps’s mother, Eva, after he went missing during the 21 August 1916 attack on Mouquet Farm, is palpable, thanks to the unrestrained grief expressed in the letters she sent to the Australian military authorities. ‘I am heartbroken,’ she wrote at one point, and ‘The suspense is getting more than I can bear!’ (See Chapter 32.)

I should add that while it seems that the majority of British and its other dominions’ Red Cross files have either been destroyed or lost, and personal files outside Australia are generally much thinner than their Australian equivalents, some families retained just enough of the correspondence that was written during the search for soldiers who were missing after Somme battles to enable me to reconstruct their painful journeys of discovery. These tales may have been omitted from previous Somme books because the papers have been deposited in unusual places. There are two such cases outside Australia which particularly stand out: the Tolson family’s search for 2nd Lieutenant Robert Tolson of the West Yorkshire Regiment, whose family’s papers are in the Liddle Collection, Leeds University (see this book’s Chapter 7), and the Knight family’s search for Sergeant William Knight of the Newfoundland Regiment, whose family’s papers are in the archives of Memorial University, Newfoundland (see Chapter 8). Both searches turned out to be fruitless, with both families cruelly left in the dark for some time before they discovered that both of the young men had been killed.

It seems incredible to us now that given the horrific conditions endured on the Somme, civilians and soldiers alike did not rise up against the politicians and generals who decreed that so many young men from Britain and its dominions should be sacrificed. Some readers of this book might agree with me that the gruesome sights of piles of dead bodies lying in trenches do not seem so very different from the nightmarish scenes which British and American soldiers saw when they first entered German concentration camps that had been set up as part of the Holocaust during the Second World War. Descriptions of corpses lying in trenches, such as the following by the Australian Sergeant Ted Rule, are commonplace concerning the Somme: ‘Some [dead men] were [only] partly buried with just an arm or a leg sticking out,’ he wrote. ‘It was here I came to know what that spongy feeling underfoot meant. It was the first time I had scrambled over dead [men] … I was … horrified.’ (See Chapter 29.)

Yet such was the indomitable spirit of the young men in the trenches, many of whom were still teenagers, that their patriotism was in the majority of cases undimmed to the very end. The last letter before action which the Australian private Henry Williams addressed to his mother contained sentiments which were typical: ‘should I fall, I shall be proud to know I did so in the cause of righteousness …’ (see Chapter 22). Lieutenant Vere Harmsworth, the 21-year-old second son of Lord Rothermere, co-founder of the Daily Mail, was being equally idealistic when he wrote in what he feared might be his last letter: ‘Surely it is a life fulfilled if one dies young and healthy fighting for one’s country.’ (See Chapter 39.)

That is not to say that everyone was equally gung-ho. To illustrate this, I need look no further than the file of the 11th Battalion, the Border Regiment, in London’s National Archives. Some of the men in this unit, when asked to advance again, just eight days after losing approximately 550 men during the 1 July 1916 attack, staged what was in effect a mutiny (see Chapter 19). They were far from being the only British soldiers who had cold feet. Two men from Bradford were executed for going absent without leave on 1 July 1916 (see Chapter 7).

It was not just the soldiers whose patriotic ardour was extinguished. The father of the above-mentioned 2nd Lieutenant Robert Tolson, who had also gone missing while advancing on 1 July 1916, wrote: ‘It was a murderous situation to charge into No Man’s Land with the Germans so well prepared with machine guns … Robert was sacrificed and many a hundred besides.’ (See Chapter 7.) Alec Raws, who had been brought up in Manchester before he with his family emigrated to Australia, deplored the way the war was being conducted in even more extreme terms. With reference to his brother Goldthorp’s death in battle while serving in an Australian unit, he wrote: ‘I honestly believe Goldy, and many other officers, were murdered … by the incompetence, callousness and personal vanity of those high in authority.’ (See Chapter 26.)

One reason why such accounts of the Somme have such resonance for British people today is that, in spite of all the mistakes made by its generals, the battle was another of those great events in history which showed the nation at its most resilient, with people from every parish and community coming together in an effort to liberate France by driving out the Hun. The many years I have spent researching this book lead me to conclude that just about every family in Britain, as well as many in its erstwhile dominions, had an ancestor who participated in the fighting on the Western Front if not the Battle of the Somme.

My family was one of many who were adversely affected by it. In this book’s Acknowledgements, I have mentioned how the war wrecked the life of my great-grandfather on my father’s side. My family on my mother’s side was equally devastated by it. My relations on this side of the family still talk about how the life of Bertie Woolf, my great step-uncle, was changed and then extinguished on the Western Front one year after his baptism by fire on the Somme. Although born and brought up in Newcastle, Bertie joined the Canadian Army because when war was declared he was working as a travelling salesman in Canada. Having swapped country, he then attempted to conceal his Jewish identity. His enlisting papers show that when he signed up, he claimed his surname was ‘Gordon’ rather than the German-Jewish-sounding ‘Woolf’, and falsely declared that his religion was ‘Church of England’.8 He also took the precaution of signing up in Kingston, Ontario, where he presumably was less known than he would have been in Montreal, where he had been living.9 All this was partly because he feared he would be the victim of anti-semitism if he revealed his Jewish roots. He may also have feared that some might have been misled by his surname into believing he was German, a situation to be avoided at all costs given that Germany was the enemy. His ruse appears to have worked. He survived the Somme, where he served as a gunner, without being unmasked, and his real surname was only entered on his personnel army file after he was tragically killed in action in 1917 at the age of 31.

How different was Gunner Bertie Woolf’s experience to that of Tom Sebag-Montefiore, my great-grandfather’s nephew, who at the time of the 1 July 1916 Big Push was serving as a captain in a British artillery unit on the Somme. Unlike Bertie, who was a second-generation immigrant from Poland, Tom’s Anglo-Jewish family had been in England for almost 150 years by the time war was declared, and had made such a success of it by 1916, both in terms of wealth and status, there was little that differentiated him from other children and grandchildren of aristocratic forebears.10 His privileged position in British society was so secure that when he was not dug in near Mesnil, opposite the German Thiepval sector, he would sometimes be asked to dine with the generals, one of whom had accompanied Tom to Buenos Aires, Argentina, where Tom rode for Great Britain in the 1908 International Horse Show.11

Tom’s letters from the Somme to his mother suggest that he did not feel he had to hide his religion from anyone. Quite the reverse. During the Jewish festival of Passover, which commenced on 17 April 1916, by which time the men in his battery were already digging themselves in at their Somme combat positions, he openly feasted on matzah, the biscuit-like unleavened ‘bread’ which Jews are supposed to eat during the eight-day ‘holiday’, and the flourless Passover cakes which his mother had sent out to him.12 On the Jewish Day of Atonement (6–7 October 1916), he fasted just as he would have done had he been at home. His journey to the location where the Day of Atonement service was being conducted was eased thanks to yet another general giving him a lift in his car. In the letter he wrote to his mother about what he referred to as his ‘extraordinary Yom Kippur’ in the trenches, he told her that he had become so weak through not eating that he could not walk the 5 to 6 miles back to his battery’s position where he was to break the fast after the service. Fortunately he had some money in his pocket which he put to good use. As he explained to his mother: ‘I managed to bribe a motor cyclist to take me in a sidecar.’13

Tom may have been confident enough concerning his religion to be open about it. But given the prevailing attitude to Jews both at most British public schools (like Haig, he was educated at Clifton College), and in the Army, he cannot have remained ignorant about the existence of anti-semitism. That said, it is possible that in front of assimilated upper-class Jews like Tom, it was only manifested in thoughtless, anti-semitic jokes such as the wry crack mentioning the stereotype of the mean, greedy Jew which Captain Charlie May of the Manchester Regiment wrote in his diary (see Chapter 2).

More likely, Tom would also have been told by members of his own family all about the anti-semitic measures affecting less well off and less well established Jews, like Bertie Woolf, that were rife within army recruitment offices during 1915–16; Tom’s uncle and one of Tom’s brothers served on a Jewish committee whose main tasks included putting a stop to the anti-semitic practices of some recruiting sergeants; these sergeants were treating enlisting Jews disrespectfully, and were turning them away because of their race.14

Finding out about this discrimination has been a sobering experience for me, since it has put Bertie Woolf’s willingness to disavow his religion on enlistment into context. I can easily imagine the torment he might well have suffered as he entered the recruitment office in case he was rumbled and insulted for what he was trying to conceal. The difference in the treatment meted out to vulnerable recent immigrants’ families such as Bertie’s and settled families such as Tom’s also makes me empathize all the more with newly arrived immigrants attempting to make their way today in Brexit-obsessed Britain, or Donald Trump-dominated America.

The anti-semitism in Britain in 1915–16 did not stop with the recruiting sergeants. Anyone who knows the work of war poet Isaac Rosenberg will recall his 1916 poem ‘The Jew’, which describes how his Christian comrades sneered at him for being Jewish.

My own research tells me this was not a one-off. For example, while reading the correspondence of 2nd Lieutenant Geoffrey Pratt, whose brave deeds are chronicled in this book’s Chapter 38, I came across a letter in which he described how a junior Jewish officer ‘by name of Moses, Benjamin Moses, if you please’, was pilloried and eventually sent away from Pratt’s battalion because of the way he looked, and his crude table manners (he speared the peas on his plate with a knife rather than picking them up genteelly with a knife and fork). According to Pratt, it was not just that Moses was small: ‘To make matters worse, he showed his race in both face and accent … He looked like the manager of a pawn shop. What his instrinsic qualities were, I don’t know, but it was obviously absurd to expect him to have any command over decent clean English lads.’15 Having mentioned that case, I should point out that in the course of my research, I found no evidence in the British Army of the kind of institutionalized anti-semitism described by F. L. Cassel, the German soldier in the Thiepval trenches facing Tom’s guns, which delayed the promotion of Jews to the officer corps (see Chapter 5).

Perhaps Tom and Bertie Woolf both expected that the shared experience of fighting in the same armies as their Christian comrades would put an end to any such enmity between Christians and Jews both at home and abroad. If they did, at least Tom, who lived until the mid-1950s, survived long enough to be disabused. We now know that Britain’s and its dominions’ and allies’ successes, if not victory, during the Battle of the Somme, contributed to the Germans’ ultimate defeat two years later. But we have also seen how that triumph in 1918 led to increased anti-semitism in Germany and more conflict around the world after Adolf Hitler, buoyed up by the Germans’ indignation at the peace terms forced upon them, swept to power in 1933.

Put another way, whatever the short-term gains won thanks to the Allies’ troops’ heroism and sacrifice in Picardy during 1916, the rise of Hitler and the Second World War are part of the unfortunate long-term legacy of the Battle of the Somme. Because of the way this legacy has impacted on current affairs, for example shaping the development of the state of Israel and influencing the world’s reaction to Russian President Vladimir Putin’s apparent expansion plans, the Battle of the Somme’s repercussions can still be said to be affecting our lives today.
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1. and 2. The mass of earth, stones – and men – thrown into the air by the blowing up of the mine under Hawthorn Redoubt, near Beaumont Hamel, on 1 July 1916. It was the decision of Lieutenant-General Sir Aylmer Hunter-Weston (top right), VIII Corps’ commander, to blow the mine ten minutes before zero hour that prepared the Germans for what was coming.
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3. Lieutenant Geoffrey Malins (left), the cameraman who risked life and limb to film the explosion from just behind the British front line. His footage was seen by the millions who queued up to see the film of the Battle of the Somme.
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4. Major-General Henry de Beauvoir de Lisle addresses the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers (29th Division) a couple of days before the 1 July 1916 attack.
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5. Men from the 29th Division prepare for the 1 July 1916 attack on Beaumont Hamel at White City, the site of a group of dugouts hollowed out of a natural bank, near the front line.
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6. Photograph of the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers on 1 July 1916 taken from Malins’ film: they fix their bayonets.
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7. Photograph of the 1st Lancashire Fusiliers taken from Malins’ film: they await zero hour in the sunken road halfway across No Man’s Land.
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8. General Sir Henry Rawlinson, the commander of the British 4th Army.
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9. General Sir Douglas Haig (left) with General Joseph Joffre, the irascible commander of the French Army, and David Lloyd George on the right.
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10. Mametz in ruins after the British 4th Army captured the village on 1 July 1916.
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11. The enormous crater south of La Boisselle created by the 1 July 1916 explosion of another mine.
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12. British miners with their listening equipment, seen in one of their mines.



FOUR OFFICERS WHO DIED ON 1 JULY 1916
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13. Lieutenant Morris Bickersteth of the 15th West Yorkshire Regiment (the Leeds Pals), who died during the attack on Serre.
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14. Captain Billie Nevill of the 8th East Surreys, the instigator of the kicking of footballs across No Man’s Land to encourage the men to advance, was killed during the advance towards Montauban.
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15. Captain Charlie May, killed near Mametz, seen here with his wife, Maude, and their baby daughter, Pauline.
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16. Captain Alfred Bland, also killed near Mametz, with his wife, Violet (inset). Both officers were from the 22nd Manchester Regiment.
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17. Lieutenant Kenneth Macardle of the 17th Manchesters. He rallied his men when they were flagging south of Montauban during the 1 July 1916 attack and led them into the village that was captured.
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18. Sergeant Harry Tawney of the 22nd Manchesters was wounded after leading his men forward east of Mametz on 1 July 1916.
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19. Sister Edith Appleton, who wrote an account of her experiences at the hospital at Étretat where some of the soldiers wounded on 1 July were taken.
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20. British gunners prepare their 12-inch howitzer in Aveluy Wood.
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21. A captured machine-gun post at Glatz Redoubt, which was one of the main obstacles to progress in the Montauban sector on 1 July 1916.
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22. Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Crozier, the commander of the 9th Royal Irish Rifles, during the 1 July 1916 attack north of Thiepval. His servant described him as a ‘heavily built small gent’ with a hot temper.

[image: image]

23. An aerial photograph of the trench system within Schwaben Redoubt. The firing line and support trench are lower left. Four communication trenches link them with the rear.
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24. The Border Regiment rests in dugouts and trenches in Thiepval Wood.
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25. A soldier fires a Lewis gun, near Ovillers.
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26. Wearing anti-gas hoods, a two-man team with their Vickers machine gun, near Ovillers.
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27. A soldier fills a Mills bomb, near Thiepval.
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28. A 15-inch howitzer is loaded in Englebelmer Wood.
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29. and 30. An early attack on Trônes Wood. It was finally captured during the night of 13–14 July, when British troops led by Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Maxwell VC (right) drove out the last remaining Germans.
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31. Delville Wood as it was following the battles in it: just a few trees standing with no foliage.
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32. Longueval after it had been pulverized by British and German shells during the conflict.
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33. Australian prisoners following the fighting at Fromelles on 19–20 July 1916.
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34. Major-General James McCay, the commander of the 5th Australian Division, who some have blamed for the disaster at Fromelles.
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35. Lieutenant-Colonel Walter Cass, the commander of the 54th Australian Battalion at Fromelles.
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36. Brigadier-General Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliott, the commander of the Australian 15th Brigade at Fromelles.
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37. Pozières village as it was before the war, with the Albert to Bapaume road running through it.
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38. The Chalk Pit south of Pozières, one of the landmarks passed by all soldiers on the way to the front at Pozières.
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39. The remains of ‘Gibraltar’, the fortified tower that was designed to protect Pozières against attacks coming from the west.
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40. An Australian soldier, wearing a German pickelhaube helmet, celebrates the capture of the village on 23 July 1916 with a shave.
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41. The remains of the ‘OG’ (Old German) line near Pozières.
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42. Brigadier-General John Gellibrand (wearing the soft hat), the commander of the 6th Australian Brigade, and some of his officers eating breakfast in Sausage Valley. Gellibrand had his headquarters here during the doomed attack on the night of 28–29 July 1916.
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43. Lieutenant Albert Jacka VC of the 14th Australian Battalion, whose response on 7 August 1916 when the Germans attacked the Australian positions east of Pozières was described by the official historian as ‘the most dramatic and effective act of audacity in the history of the A.I.F.’
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44. 8-inch howitzers support the Allied advance from Fricourt.
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45. British troops repair the road leading from Montauban to Guillemont, described in the official history as ‘straight, desolate and swept by fire’.
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46. and 47. Mouquet Farm before it was destroyed; and the site where Mouquet Farm had once stood before it was destroyed by gunfire.
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48. Australian journalist Charles Bean (second from left) standing between Duncan Maxwell  (left) and Arthur Maxwell (on Bean’s left, nicknamed ‘Little’ and ‘Big’ respectively), who as Lieutenants feature in chapter 33. Bean’s cousin Angus Butler is on the right.
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49. Lieutenant Leo Butler, another of Charles Bean’s cousins, who was serving in the 12th Australian Battalion when he was hit. He later died in hospital.
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50. Alec Raws (left) was well known for the many letters he wrote home describing the horrific conditions on the front line before he died. He is seen here standing beside his brother Goldy, who was also killed, and his father (right).
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51. Dead Germans, following the British capture of Guillemont on 3 September 1916.
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52. British soldiers occupy a trench that ran between some trees in the captured village of Ginchy.
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53. New Zealand reinforcements march through Wellington: this is where their big adventure started.
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54. New Zealanders from an Auckland battalion in the German Switch Trench following its capture on 15 September 1916.
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55. British soldiers congregating around a Mark 1 tank. It was used as a headquarters after being disabled during the fighting west of Flers on 15 September 1916.
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56. A Canadian soldier stands on top of the Sugar Factory south of Courcelette, which was captured by Canadian forces on 15 September 1916.
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57. Canadian wounded en route to a dressing station after the fighting in and around Courcelette in September 1916.
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58. Although some Canadians had been told to execute their prisoners, the observance of such an edict was far from universal if this photograph is anything to go by. Here, Canadians feed their prisoners.
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59. In Hyde Park, King George V pins a Victoria Cross on to Captain Archie White’s jacket, the reward for his acts of conspicuous gallantry during the fighting at Feste Staufen from 27 September to 9 October 1916.
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60. Private Howard Kippenberger, who fought courageously during the 1st Canterbury’s capture of Gird Trench on 27 September 1916.
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61. 2nd Lieutenant Alexander Aitken led the New Zealand 1st Otago Battalion into battle on 27 September 1916.
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62. Lieutenant-Colonel Bernard Freyberg, who rallied the men in the Hood Battalion (Royal Naval Division) when German gunfire threatened to thwart their advance into Beaucourt on 13 November 1916. For this, Freyberg, who had been been wounded, was awarded the Victoria Cross.
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63. The Somme was famous for its terrible conditions. Here men from the Middlesex Regiment tramp through the mud as they leave the Somme.
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64. A sodden grave of an unknown soldier amidst the mud at Thiepval symbolizes the awful terrain at the end of the battle.
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65. The end of the line.The remains of the railway station, one of the last structures left standing, at Beaumont Hamel, the village where the battle started at 7.20 a.m. on 1 July 1916.



1: Great Expectations

1 30 April 1916 entry in 252 Tunnelling Company war diary, WO 95/406, brought to my attention by Simon Jones, Underground Warfare 1914–1918, pp. 115–20. The tunnel was 1,055 feet long.

2 An undated note in Lord Rawlinson’s papers, RWLN 1/6, Churchill Archives Centre, states the number of infantry in the 4th Army on 26 June 1916 was 231,028.

3 Geoffrey H. Malins, How I Filmed the War, pp. 162–3.

4 Matthäus Gerster, Das Württembergische Reserve-Infanterie-Regiment nr. 119 im Weltkrieg 1914–1918 (RIR 119’s History), pp. 52–3.

5 Malins, How I Filmed the War, pp. 163–4.

6 Dudley Menaud-Lissenburg, a signaller in 97 Battery, 147 Brigade Royal Field Artillery, 29 Division, IWM Documents 7248.

7 Otto Lais, Bilder aus der Sommeschlacht des Weltkrieges, p. 16.

8 The 1 July 1916 entry in the 2nd Royal Fusiliers war diary states that there were around 500 casualties, including approaching 200 who were either killed or missing, in that battalion’s file, NA WO 95/2301.

9 RIR 119’s History, pp. 52–3.

10 Lais, Bilder, pp. 19–21 and 25.

11 RIR 119’s History, p. 54.

12 ‘Summary of operations 1st July 1916’ in the 1st July 1916 entry, 4th Army’s war diary, the Fourth Army Papers of General Lord Rawlinson, Volume 1, in IWM Documents 20537.

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid. It is possible that some troops from the 4th or 31st Divisions reached Serre on 1 July 1916, but there was no evidence that a substantial proportion of any British unit held the village on that day (see Chapter 7, here).

16 Ibid. Optimism was also particularly pronounced concerning III Corps’ units.

17 Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916, Volume 1 (1916 Official History, Vol. 1), pp. 342–3.

18 General Sir Henry Rawlinson, diary entry 1 July 1916, in Churchill College, Cambridge, RWLN 1/5.

19 General Sir Douglas Haig, diary entry 2 July 1916.

20 1916 Official History, Vol. 1, p. 483.

21 Ibid., pp. 312–476, refers to the following units being available for the Somme attack: sixteen infantry divisions under the 4th Army’s corps, plus two in reserve, and the three under the 3rd Army. There was also a cavalry division in 4th Army’s reserve.




2: Paradise Lost

1 Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916, Volume 1 (1916 Official History, Vol. 1), pp. 18–19. This figure includes two Canadian infantry and two Indian cavalry divisions.

2 1916 Official History, Maps Volume: map 3.

3 1916 Official History, Vol. 1, pp. 57 and 95.

4 Ibid., pp. 150–1.

5 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to his wife Jeannette 8 March 1915, LSE Tawney 27/8. The writings of Harry Tawney, many of them contained in his biography, The Life of R. H. Tawney by Lawrence Goldman, were brought to my attention by Gerry Harrison (see note 8), and are included in this book with the consent of Major-General Charles Vyvyan, Harry Tawney’s great nephew.

6 Ibid., 22 September 1915, LSE Tawney/Vyvyan 1.

7 Ibid., 8 March 1915, LSE Tawney 27/8.

8 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 9 November 1915, in Gerry Harrison (ed.), To Fight Among Friends: The First World War Diaries of Charlie May (May’s Diaries), pp. 4–5. Extracts are included in this book with the consent of Georgina Jay, daughter of Pauline May’s brother-in-law (Pauline being Charlie May’s daughter), who inherited the copyright, and Gerry Harrison.

9 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to sister Mildred 22 November 1915, LSE Tawney/Vyvyan 45.

10 22nd Manchesters’ location specified in 13–16 November 1915 entry in 22nd Manchesters’ war diary, NA WO 95/1669.

11 Captain Charlie May, diary 12–16 November 1915, May’s Diaries, pp. 11–14.

12 1916 Official History, Vol. 1, p. 18.

13 Private R. W. Harpley, 55th Battalion, AIF, AWM 3DRL/3663.

14 Leslie Kenney, letter 8 July 1915, NZ NAM 1997.806.

15 Private Arthur Wrench, in IWM Documents 3834.

16 Corporal George Ashurst, IWM Sound Archive 9875.

17 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 15 November 1915, May’s Diaries, p. 40.

18 Eddie Bigwood, IWM Sound Archive 10116.

19 Frank Crozier, A Brass Hat in No Man’s Land, p. 56.

20 Lieutenant Lawrence Gameson, IWM Documents 612, quoted with the consent of his son Felix.

21 Percy Jones, IWM Documents P246.

22 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 7 December 1915, May’s Diaries, p. 35.

23 Ibid., 13 January 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 69.

24 Ibid., 27 February 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 110.

25 Ibid.

26 Alfred Bland, letter to his wife Violet 29 February 1916, in book containing copies of his letters (Bland’s Letters), IWM Documents 20673. Extracts from Bland’s Book are included with the consent of Dan Mace, Alfred Bland’s great-grandson.

27 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 18 January 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 75.

28 Captain Alfred Bland, letter to Violet 20 March 1916, Bland’s Letters.

29 Ibid., 18 January 1916.

30 Ibid., 1 March 1916.

31 Ibid., 7 February 1916.

32 Ibid., 18 May 1916.

33 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to Jeannette 29 March 1915, LSE Tawney 27/8.

34 Ibid., 9 December 1915, LSE Tawney/Vyvyan 45.

35 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to William Beveridge 22 December 1915, LSE Beveridge 2A 106.

36 Harry Tawney to Jeannette 22 December 1915, LSE Tawney/Vyvyan 1.

37 Lieutenant Edgar Lord, IWM Documents 6559.

38 2nd Lieutenant P. G. Heath, ‘Fifty Years After: Memoirs of a Combatant Officer of the 18th Division 1914/18 on the Western Front’, in Liddle Archive, Leeds. A similar incident affecting the 9th Royal Irish Rifles is described in Chapter 11.

39 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to William Beveridge 22 December 1915, LSE Beveridge 2A 106.




3: A Gentleman’s Agreement

1 Rawlinson does not mention Don Quixote in the surviving documents, but his critical views on Haig’s excessively ambitious objectives, for example in relation to the 10–13 March 1915 objective at Neuve Chapelle (see the 25 March 1915 entry in his personal diary, Churchill College, Rawlinson Papers, RWLN 1/1), make it an appropriate analogy in this author’s opinion.

2 General Sir Henry Rawlinson’s letter 25 March 1915 to Major Clive Wigram, Army Museum Rawlinson Papers, Letter Book, Volume 1, October 1914–May 1915, p. 72, 1952-01-33-17.

3 General Sir Douglas Haig, diary entries 16–17 March 1915, a copy of which is in NA WO 256/3.

4 Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice, The Life of General Lord Rawlinson of Trent, pp. 110–12.

5 17 March 1915 entry in Rawlinson’s personal diary, Rawlinson Papers, RWLN 1/1, Churchill College.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid., and 12 April 1915 entry in the same diary.

8 Alfred Duff Cooper, Haig, Volume 1, p. 328.

9 Gary Mead, The Good Soldier: The Biography of Douglas Haig, p. 237.

10 Except for text covered by a note that specifically quotes another source, the information about Haig in this chapter comes from Gary Sheffield, The Chief: Douglas Haig and the British Army, and Mead, The Good Soldier.

11 Mead, The Good Soldier, pp. 36–44 and 67–8.

12 Brought to my atttention by Gary Sheffield, The Chief: Douglas Haig and the British Army, p. 98.

13 General Sir Douglas Haig, diary entry 1 May 1915.

14 Field Marshal Earl Kitchener, in Appendix 5 of Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916: Sir Douglas Haig’s Command to the 1st July: Battle of the Somme, Appendices, p. 40, ‘Instructions for General Sir D. Haig … Commanding the Expeditionary Force in France dated 28 December 1915’. General Joffre’s age on 1 July 1916 has been specified.

15 David R. Woodward, Field Marshal Sir William Robertson: Chief of the Imperial General Staff in the Great War (Robertson Biography), p. 40.

16 Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916, Volume 1, p. 44.

17 Ibid., p. 13.

18 The horse affair, which is dealt with in the 18 and 24 May 1916 War Committee Minutes, in NA CAB 42/14/2 and 42/14/10, was brought to my attention by Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, The Somme, here.

19 General Sir Henry Rawlinson, diary entry 29 March 1916 (Rawlinson’s Diary), Churchill College, 1/5.

20 War Committee minutes for 7 April 1916, NA CAB 42/12/5, brought to my attention by the Robertson Biography, p. 41.

21 War Committee minutes for 30 May 1916, NA CAB 42/14/12, brought to my attention by the Robertson Biography, pp. 41 and 43.

22 War Committee minutes for 7 June 1916, NA CAB 42/15/6.

23 3 April 1916 entry in Rawlinson’s Diary, Churchill College 1/5; and Volume 5 of the Fourth Army Papers of General Lord Rawlinson: GHQ Letters, (4th Army Letters), IWM Documents 20537.

24 As shown map 2, the portion of the German front line that was to be attacked ran in a south-easterly direction from Gommecourt until it turned sharply eastwards, so that it ran to the north and to the east of Maricourt rather than to the west and south of it, which it would have done but for this sharp turn. The aforementioned sharp turn eastwards meant that the British and French front lines jutted forward from the general line, creating a salient.

25 Brigadier-General Charles Budworth, Appendix A to ‘Remarks based on recent IV Corps Artillery Operations’, 6 October 1915, Rawlinson Papers, Army Museum 1952–01–3367, brought to my attention by Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Command on the Western Front: The Military Career of Sir Henry Rawlinson 1914–1918, p. 168.

26 The list of ‘Resources available for 4th Army’ sent to Rawlinson with Lieutenant-General L. S. Kiggell’s letter of 26 March 1916, on the basis of which Rawlinson’s 3 April attack plan was drawn up, stated that the 4th Army would have 223 howitzers with a calibre of at least 6 inches; they included 133 howitzers with a calibre of at least 8 inches, 4th Army letters, Volume 5, in IWM. A subsequent list of howitzers entitled ‘Ammunition Expenditure’ purporting to show the number of weapons actually used on 1 July states that the 4th Army had 265 howitzers with a calibre of at least 6 inches; they included 161 with a calibre of at least 8 inches, NA WO 158/327.

27 See Chapter 5’s note 24 for the Somme front that was eventually attacked.

28 Budworth to IV Corps, 5 October 1915, IV Corps file, NA WO 95/712.

29 Diary entries 3 and 4 April 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

30 Diary entry 30 March 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

31 Lieutenant-General Lancelot Kiggell, letters to Rawlinson 12 and 13 April 1916, 4th Army Letters; diary entry 14 April 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

32 Diary entry 14 April 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

33 Kiggell, letters to Rawlinson 12 and 13 April 1916, 4th Army Letters; diary entry 14 April 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

34 See Chapter 5’s note 24 for the total front attacked on 1 July 1916.

35 General Sir Henry Rawlinson, letter to GHQ 10 May 1916, 4th Army Letters.

36 Diary entry 18 April 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary.

37 Rawlinson letter to GHQ 19 April 1916, 4th Army Letters.

38 Ibid.

39 Diary entry 13 May 1916 in Rawlinson’s Diary; and letter from Kiggell to Rawlinson 16 May 1916, 4th Army Letters.




4: The Build-Up

1 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 13 April 1916, in Gerry Harrison (ed.), To Fight Among Friends: The First World War Diaries of Charlie May (May’s Diaries), p. 153.

2 Ibid., 2 June 1916, The May Book, p. 189.

3 Diary entry 2 June 1916 in 22nd Manchesters war diary, NA WO 95/1669; Captain Alfred Bland, letter to his wife Violet, 2 June 1916, in book containing copies of his letters (Bland’s Letters), IWM Documents 20673.

4 Bland, letter to his wife Violet, Bland’s Letters.

5 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 3 June 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 190; 1 June 1916 entry in Bland’s Book, presumably started on that date and finished after the raid.

6 5 June 1916 note written by Lieutenant-General Henry Horne to 7th Division, May’s Diaries, p. 196.

7 Lieutenant William Gomersall’s letters to his brother and sisters 6 and 25 December 1915, in internet site: www.gomersall.net.au/unclewilliam (Gomersall’s Correspondence). Gomersall’s letters were brought to my attention by Gerry Harrison, who is mentioned in note 1 above.

8 Captain Charlie May, diary entries 21 and 25 February 1916, May’s Diaries, pp. 104 and 108.

9 Ibid., 6 April 1916, May’s Diaries, pp. 147–8.

10 Letter 6 April 1916 in Gomersall’s Correspondence.

11 Letter 15 April 1916 in ibid.

12 Captain Alfred Bland, letter 18 June 1916 in Bland’s Letters.

13 Ibid., 13 June 1916 in Bland’s Letters.

14 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 15 June 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 202.

15 Ibid., 7 and 10 June 1916, May’s Diaries, pp. 195 and 198.

16 Ibid., 16 June 1916, May’s Diaries, pp. 202–3.

17 Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916, Volume 1, pp. 47–8.

18 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 17 June 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 203.

19 Captain Alfred Bland, letter 18 June 1916 in Bland’s Letters.

20 Ibid.

21 Captain Alfred Bland, letter 22–25 June 1916 in Bland’s Letters.

22 General Sir Henry Rawlinson, letter to GHQ 21 June 1916, IWM 4th Army Records, Volume 5.

23 ‘Report of the Army Commander’s remarks at the conference held at Fourth Army headquarters 22nd June 1916’, IWM 4th Army Records, Volume 6.

24 Sergeant Karl Eisler, account (Eisler’s Account), Freiburg BA/MA PH12 II/57, brought to my attention by Irina Renz, Gerd Krumeich and Gerhard Hirschfeld, Scorched Earth: The Germans on the Somme 1914–1918 (Scorched Earth), p. 82.

25 Kronprinz von Rupprecht, Mein Kriegstagebuch, vol. 1, pp. 478–86, 9–26 June 1916 entries, and the 3 July entry on pp. 494–6.

26 2nd Lieutenant Roland Ingle, account (Ingle’s Account), in IWM Documents 7087; and 23 June 2016 entry in Rawlinson’s diary in Churchill College 1/5.

27 A. J. Peters, account, in IWM Documents 7450 (08/94/1).

28 Ingle’s Account.

29 Eisler’s Account, brought to my attention by Scorched Earth, p. 83.

30 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 24 June 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 207.

31 Ibid., 25 June 1916, pp. 208–9.

32 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to his wife Jeannette 26 June 1916, LSE Tawney 27/8.

33 Ibid.

34 Ingle’s Account.

35 Captain Charlie May, letter to Maude May 26 June 1916, May’s Diaries, p. 214.

36 Maude May, letter to Captain Charlie May 30 June 1916, ibid., pp. 215–16.

37 Captain Charlie May, diary entry 27 June 1916, ibid., p. 210.




5: Fatal Flaw

1 Brigadier-General Hubert Rees, 94th Brigade file, NA WO 95/2363. The speech was ready for circulation on 28 June 1916, but it was probably circulated on 30 June. The circulation date is unclear in the 94th Brigade war diary.

2 29 June 1916 entry in 1st Lancashire Fusiliers war diary, NA WO 95/2300.

3 The Victoria Crosses were won during the Gallipoli landings on 25 April 1915.

4 The twenty-one divisions referred to appear to include the three divisions under the command of the 3rd Army, as well as the sixteen plus two reserves under the 4th Army.

5 De Lisle’s comment about unlimited ammunition was either a white lie or wishful thinking (see text attached to note 22 in Chapter 4).

6 Approximately the same figure was quoted by Lieutenant-General Sir Aylmer Hunter-Weston in his papers, personal diary, volume 3, British Library ADD MS 48365. He said VIII Corps had 596 howitzers, guns and mortars.

7 Major-General Henry de Beauvoir de Lisle, 1st Lancashire Fusiliers file, NA WO 95/2300.

8 30 June 1916 letter, Lieutenant-General Sir Aylmer Hunter-Weston papers, British Library ADD MS 48365.

9 Private George Morgan, interview with Malcolm Brown (Morgan Interview), quoted in David Raw, Bradford Pals, pp. 171–2; Private Reginald Glenn, IWM Sound Archive 13082.

10 Morgan Interview.

11 Major J. Collis Browne, letter to the official historian 12 November 1929, NA CAB 45/132.

12 Ibid.

13 Major-General de Beauvoir de Lisle, letter to the official historian 12 November 1929, NA CAB 45/189. It should be noted that, in a letter to the official historian 12 December 1929, Lieutenant-General Hunter-Weston claimed that de Lisle and the commander of 86th Brigade objected to the mine being blown up at zero hour, NA CAB 45/138.

14 Percy Jones, IWM Documents P246.

15 Ibid.

16 Lieutenant-Colonel Kyme Cordeaux, letter to his wife 27 June 1916, IWM Documents 16975.

17 Lieutenant F. L. Cassel, IWM Documents 7405.

18 General Sir Henry Rawlinson, 9 October 1915 report addressed to Haig, NA WO 95/710.

19 23 June 1916 entry in 1st/5th North Staffordshire Regiment war diary, NA WO 95/2685.

20 ‘General Command XIV RK 1c secret 26.6.1916: Interrogation of Englishman of V North Staffordshire Regiment captured on 24.6.16’, Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, M43 Bu4, brought to my attention by Phillip Robinson.

21 German records name two of the captured Englishmen as ‘Coones’ and ‘Barrow’ of the Newfoundland Regiment (88th Brigade, 29th Division), who were captured in the Beaumont Hamel sector during a failed raid. The very brief interrogation report of 5 July 1916 suggests one or both men confirmed an attack was expected four to five days after the commencement of the bombardment, i.e. on 28 or 29 June. Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, M43 B60, brought to my attention by Phillip Robinson. Curiously when specifying the casualties, the 27 June 1916 entry in the Newfoundland Regiment war diary (NA WO 95/2308) only refers to killed and wounded. There is no mention that anyone went missing. It is possible that the Germans incorrectly linked them with the Newfoundland Regiment.

22 In some reports his surname is written as Lipmann.

23 ‘Corps HQ Staff XIV RK 1c No. 33, 28 June 1916: Interrogation of the deserter (11/R.Fus 29 Div 86 Brig) Josef Lipman, 23 yrs old, carpenter serving in the Army since 11/8/14’, Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, M43 B60, brought to my attention by Phillip Robinson.

24 The figure of 21 miles has been arrived at by measuring the general direction of the Anglo-French line in Brigadier-General Sir James E. Edmonds, History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1916 (1916 Official History), Maps Volume: maps 2 and 6. Of the 21 miles, the British attack accounted for nearly 15 miles (of this, the 3rd and 4th Army’s fronts accounted for two miles and approaching 13 miles respectively), while the French attack accounted for nearly two miles north of the Somme, and in excess of four miles to the south of the Somme. Readers might like to compare the above statistics with front specifications mentioned in the 1916 Official History, and in documents prepared by Rawlinson. The 1916 Official History, Volume 1, p. 250, states that the 4th Army’s front on 1 July 1916 was about 25,000 yards (in excess of 14 miles). However, Rawlinson’s documents refer to 20,000 yards, the width of the 4th Army front specified in the first version of his attack plan sent to Haig on 3 April 1916, plus 2,500 yards, the additional front, including Montauban, which Haig wanted the 4th Army to attack, totalling 22,500 yards (approaching 13 miles, as mentioned in my calculations at the top of this note). This suggests that Rawlinson might have been adopting a similar procedure to me when he was measuring the front.

25 27 June 1916 entry in 2nd Royal Fusiliers war diary, NA WO 95/2301.

26 28 June 1916 entry in 52nd Reserve Infantry Brigade combat report, translation in Newfoundland Centre, Beaumont Hamel, of German text in Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart M410 Bu 239. Brought to my attention by Phillip Robinson.

27 General Sir Henry Rawlinson’s diary, 28 June 1916, Churchill College 1/5.

28 Gerry Harrison (ed.), To Fight Among Friends (May’s Diaries), p. 211.

29 Sergeant Harry Tawney, letter to his wife 29 June 1916, LSE, Tawney 27/8.

30 The May Book, p. 213.

31 Apparatus for sending morse-code messages.

32 The Fourth Army papers of Lord Rawlinson: Vols 10 and 11, Daily Intelligence Summaries: 3 and 28 April 1916; 15 and 28 May 1916. IWM Documents 20537.

33 III Corps 22 June 1916 ‘Signal Traffic During Operations’ notice, in III Corps file, NA WO 95/672.

34 Message ‘To all units’ sent at 3.10 a.m. on 1 July 1916, 4th Division’s 12th Brigade file, NA WO 95/1502. The words quoted appear to have been sent to all 4th Army corps whose units were going over the top on 1 July, leaving it to the corps to circulate the message to their troops. The document cited is in the above-mentioned 12th Brigade file. A reference to that file has been given, rather than a reference to the file of the 34th Division or of one of its units, because I have not found it in any of those places. According to the 1916 Official History, Volume 1, pp. 391–2, at 2.45 a.m. on 1 July 1916 the German 56th Reserve Brigade sent the 28th Reserve Division ‘a fragment’ of the British 34th Division message quoted, adding that the original 4th Army message was sent to the corps, Reserve Army and 4th Brigade R.F.C. at 10.17 p.m. on 30 June 1916. The 1916 Official History has taken the aforementioned information about what the German 56th Reserve Brigade sent from Schlachten des Weltkrieges: Somme-Nord, Volume 1, p. 54. (This publication is described in the 1916 Official History as ‘an official monograph … issued by the Reichsarchiv’.) The German text of this monograph states that the message was sent by the 56th Reserve Brigade at 3.45 a.m., that is, German time, which was one hour ahead of British time. 3.45 a.m. German time is 2.45 a.m. British time, the time specified by the above-mentioned note in the 1916 Official History.

35 One reference to the circulation of the intelligence is in the 1 July 1916 entry in the German 28th Reserve Division’s ‘Kriegstagebuch mit Anlagen’, May–December 1916, Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe 456 F 16 Nr. 64.




6: The First Blows

1 Sergeant Karl Eisler, account, Freiburg BA/MA PH12 II/57. This account was brought to my attention by Irina Renz, Gerd Krumeich and Gerhard Hirschfeld, Scorched Earth: The Germans on the Somme 1914–1918, pp. 81–9.

2 T. F. C. Downman, account, in 1/5 Sherwood Foresters file, NA WO 95/2695.

3 Lieutenant Beck, brochure Treffen der 26 RD: am 5 July 1936, brought to my attention by Jack Sheldon, who quoted from it in his book The Germans at Beaumont Hamel, pp. 85–8.

4 ‘Divisional Smoke Programme for Assault’, 24 June 1916, 46th Division file, NA WO 95/2663; ‘Report on the part played by the 169th Infantry Brigade in the action on the 1st of July 1916’, 169th Brigade file, NA WO 95/2692; 168th Brigade’s ‘Report on operations 1st July 1916’ (168 Brigade’s Report), 168th Brigade file, NA WO 95/2951; 169th Brigade report to 56th Division 10 July 1916, NA WO 95/2957.

5 ‘Decisions at Conference’, 13 June 1916, in VII Corps file, NA WO 95/804.

6 168 Brigade’s Report.

7 Captain R. H. Lindsey-Renton in Major C. A. Cuthbert Keeson, The History & Records of the Queen Victoria’s Rifles 1792–1922, p. 163.

8 Otto Lais, Bilder aus der Sommeschlacht des Weltkrieges, pp. 14–15.

9 Lieutenant F. L. Cassel, IWM Documents 7405.

10 Jimmy Young, ‘Notes on 179 Company RE’, in Old Tunnellers’ Comrades Association Bulletin, No. 13, 1938, given to me by Phillip Robinson.

11 A compilation of Lieutenant Cecil Lewis, IWM Sound Archive 4162 and his book Sagittarius Rising, p. 104.


OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_078_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_025_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_033_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_086_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_050_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_055_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_039_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_047_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_069_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_073_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_077_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_081_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_032_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_038_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_046_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_051_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_057_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_054_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_085_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_082_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_065_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_049_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_071_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_074_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_079_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_060_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_068_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_076_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_063_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_052_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
The Sunday Times top ten bestseller
- with a new Introduction

[ ¥

‘The best new narrative of the battle’ Max Hastings






OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_041_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_030_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_036_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_075_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_061_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_028_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_058_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_044_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_084_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_027_IMGX.jpg
. =2~
=

= S

==






OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_066_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_070_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_062_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_035_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_043_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_040_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_029_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_034_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_026_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_031_IMGX.jpg
~=la,
T






OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_042_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_048_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_037_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_045_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_053_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_083_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_080_IMGX.jpg
S





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_056_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_059_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_064_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_067_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/9780141043326_Somme_072_IMGX.jpg





